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A Shared Reading Intervention with Parents to enhance Young 
Children’s Early Literacy Skills 
Abstract 
Parental reading to children from an early age has been shown to enhance 
children’s emergent literacy skills. A pragmatic randomized controlled trial 
(RCT) was used to investigate the effects of two forms of shared reading 
interventions on children’s language and literacy skills. Parents of 80 
preparatory year children from  outer suburban schools of an Australian 
metropolitan city were trained to use shared reading strategies in an eight-
week home intervention. Families were assigned to one of three groups: 
Dialogic Reading (DR), Dialogic Reading with the addition of Print 
Referencing (DR + PR), or an attention-matched control group. The sample 
comprised 42 boys and 38 girls ranging in age from 4.9 years to 6.3 years (M 
= 5.5, SD = 0.3). Data were collected at pre, post, and at three months follow-
up. Measures assessed children’s oral language (receptive and expressive 
vocabulary), phonological awareness (rhyme, word completion), alphabet 
knowledge, and concepts about print. Analyses of change from pre to post 
showed significant effects for the DR and DR + PR groups compared to the 
control group on three of the six measures: expressive language, rhyme, and 
concepts about print. At 3-month follow-up assessment, the two intervention 
groups maintained significantly better performance on the measure of 
concepts of print only. At both time points, there were no group differences 
between the DR and DR+PR conditions. These findings illustrate the potential 
of a brief home focused intervention on promoting children’s emergent 
literacy.  
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The importance of shared reading at home by parents to enhance children’s early literacy 
development has been well established through a range of research studies (Mol, Bus, de 
Jong, & Smeets, 2008; Reese, Sparks, & Leyva, 2010). Reading to children from an early age 
is important because the early exposure to books and reading can support positive literacy 
outcomes at school (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998; Hood, Conlon, & Andrews, 2008). Early 
education services and schools can encourage parents to read to their children regularly in 
order that young children can develop an early understanding of books and print. Children 
may also benefit from opportunities to engage in focused interactions with familiar adults 
around reading before they enter school, as well as during the early years of school. This 
research investigates the impact of two forms of a home-based shared book reading 
intervention on young children’s language and early literacy skills. The children were 
enrolled in a full-time preparatory school program in Queensland, Australia. One shared 
reading intervention strategy found to be effective is dialogic reading. Dialogic reading 
involves the use by parents of strategic questioning and thoughtful responses to children’s 
interests and initiations during shared book reading sessions (Whitehurst et al., 1988). 
Positive effects of dialogic reading have been found for the oral language skills of typically 
developing young children (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998) and for the development of the oral 
vocabulary skills of children at risk (Morgan & Meier, 2008). Another form of shared reading 
intervention is known as print referencing, which features adult use of explicit print 
terminology during reading interactions. The adult directs the child’s attention to specific 
aspects of the print within the books, such as the nature of letters and words (Justice, 
Kaderavek, Fan, Sofka, & Hunt, 2009). There is evidence that this approach has significant 
positive effects on children’s knowledge of print (Justice & Ezell, 2002; Justice, Pullen, & 
Pence, 2008).  
Research on Dialogic Reading  
The primary goal of dialogic reading is to bolster children’s oral language skills, primarily 
vocabulary and grammar (Justice, McGinty, Piasta, Kaderavek, & Fan, 2010). In efficacy 
studies conducted in the United States, dialogic reading is found to be effective in increasing 
children’s oral language skills when involving either teachers or parents as the reading 
partners (Crain-Thoreson & Dale, 1999; Hargrave & Senechal, 2000; Lonigan, Anthony, 
Bloomfield, Dyer, & Samwel, 1999; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).  
One early research study with dialogic reading conducted by Whitehurst, Arnold et al. (1994) 
showed that day care teachers and parents could produce significant positive change in 
language skills of low income preschoolers after a six week dialogic reading intervention. 
Children who had the opportunity to engage in dialogic reading at day care and home, 
performed better than children who only had opportunities to engage in dialogic reading 
within their day care setting. However, Whitehurst, Arnold et al. (1994) did not include a 
home only reading condition in their research design to compare against the day care plus 
home condition. Therefore, it could not be determined whether the day care intervention or 
the home intervention had the greater impact on language skills. Subsequently, Lonigan and 
Whitehurst (1998) demonstrated that children who were engaged in a dialogic reading 
intervention at home only had significantly higher scores on vocabulary than those who 
participated in a dialogic reading intervention at school as well as at home. Together, these 




More recently, Chow, McBride-Chang, Cheung, and Chow (2008) conducted a study 
involving 148 upper middle-class Chinese-speaking kindergarten children with four 
intervention conditions: a dialogic reading group, a typical reading group, a dialogic reading 
with teaching morphological awareness of Chinese characters, and a control group. The 
intervention period was 12 weeks. The children in the dialogic reading group performed 
significantly better than all groups in the development of receptive vocabulary. The children 
in the combined dialogic reading and morphological awareness group had significantly 
greater gains in their Chinese character recognition compared to the other three groups, and 
also outperformed the children in the typical reading group in morphological awareness. 
While these results support the findings of Whitehurst and colleagues (Lonigan & 
Whitehurst, 1998; Whitehurst, Arnold, et al., 1994; Whitehurst et al., 1988) that dialogic 
reading helps to increase children’s vocabulary, the studies also suggested that training in 
print awareness (in this case, morphological awareness of Chinese characters) helped to 
increase children’s print skills in terms of character recognition and sounds.  
Few studies implementing shared reading interventions, either with dialogic reading or print 
referencing, have been undertaken in the Australian context. Two studies have examined 
dialogic reading interventions and found beneficial effects for quite different groups of 
children. Elias, Hay, Homel, and Freiberg (2006) found that a centre-based dialogic reading 
intervention of more than six months duration resulted in young children from low socio-
economic status communities showing increased time in literacy-related activities, and the 
use of more complex language. While these positive effects were evident in preschool at a 1-
year follow-up when children were in Year 1 of primary school, this study did not include a 
control group. For children with a history of learning disabilities, Fielding-Barnsley and 
Purdie (2002, 2003) found that a dialogic reading intervention at home with additional 
components that focused on the nature of print, including awareness of rhyme, concepts 
about print materials, and alphabet knowledge, resulted in small positive gains on children’s 
concepts of print compared to children who received dialogic reading alone.  
Research on Print Referencing  
The primary goal of print referencing as a shared reading intervention strategy is to enhance 
children’s understanding of the nature of print and written text. In order for children to learn 
to read they need to develop alphabet knowledge, phonological awareness, and understanding 
of the conventions of print as presented in books and written materials (Puranik, Lonigan, & 
Kim, 2011). This is important in helping children to learn that the oral spoken word can be 
mapped onto the printed word (Snow et al., 1988).  
Evans, Williamson, and Pursoo (2008) found that children aged between three and five years 
spend a substantial percentage of their time looking at illustrations rather than at the print in 
books. This finding is consistent with earlier findings of Evans and Saint-Aubin (2005) and 
Justice, Skibbe, Canning, and Lankford (2005). However, Evans and colleagues (2008) in 
their research showed that when children’s attention was drawn to the written text in books 
during shared book reading, the time that they then spent looking at print increased for all 
ages. In particular, 4-year-old children improved significantly on print recognition. While 
children’s performance on the print recognition task increased across all age groups in the 
research, older children looked more at the text as well as at the detail of the printed text. 
These findings suggests that pointing to print while reading may be an effective strategy to 
increase children’s awareness of the features of print when parents read with their children.  
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Evans et al. (2008) suggested that if one of the goals of shared reading is to enhance print 
skills and orthographic knowledge, parents should choose genres of books that facilitate 
attention to and spontaneous conversation about print (e.g., alphabet books) or engage in 
specific behaviours that increase the amount of attention to print during story book reading. 
Justice, Pullen, and Pence (2008) found that children’s visual attention to print was 
significantly increased when adults read to children using explicit verbal and non-verbal print 
references. As Evans and Saint-Aubin (2005) noted “it is difficult to see how shared reading, 
without additional explicit references to print within the books, can be a major vehicle for 
developing children’s understanding of orthography or print specific skills” (p. 918).  
The primary goal of print referencing is to orient children’s attention to print within a 
storybook by verbal and non-verbal means (Justice et al., 2010) and, as a consequence, 
children’s print knowledge can increase in relatively short periods of time (Justice & Ezell, 
2002). This intentional focus on children’s attention to print within written text has been 
found to have a direct and positive influence on children’s learning about the code-based 
features of reading (Evans & Saint-Aubin, 2005; Justice & Ezell, 2004). Therefore, it seems 
critical that young children are encouraged to gain some knowledge of the print code and the 
meaning-based aspects of literacy before they are exposed to formal literacy programs in 
order to enhance their early literacy skills (Senechal, LeFevre, Smith-Chant, & Colton, 2001; 
Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). These emergent literacy skills are the precursors to conventional 
literacy skills. 
Justice and Ezell (2000) in an intervention study using print referencing found significant 
gains in children’s ability to understand concepts of words in print and to segment word 
strings. This was a result of a four week intervention program with 28 parents reading with 
their 4-year-old children. In a Head-Start program, Justice and Ezell (2002) reported findings 
for 30 preschool children participating in a print referencing intervention that was conducted 
by teachers in small group settings that compared the use of print referencing strategies to 
strategies that focused attention on the book illustrations. They found significant differences 
for three of the four outcome measures of print recognition, words in print, and alphabet 
knowledge. To date, research on print referencing, as a shared reading strategy, has primarily 
involved teachers (Justice et al., 2010; McGinty, Breit-Smith, Fan, Justice, & Kaderavek, 
2011; Piasta, Justice, McGinty, & Kaderavek, 2012). It is yet to be established whether print 
referencing can also be used effectively with parents at home to enhance children’s emergent 
literacy skills.  
This Research Study 
Research using dialogic reading interventions has demonstrated the beneficial effects on 
children’s oral language skills, such as expressive and receptive vocabulary but not on 
improving children’s other literacy skills, such as alphabet knowledge and concepts about 
print (What Works Clearinghouse, Institute of Education Sciences, United States Department 
of Education, 2007). Because literacy skills involve oral and written language knowledge, 
intervention strategies as children begin school should target both oral and written language 
knowledge. The current research investigates whether dialogic reading strategies are 
enhanced by the addition of a specific focus on print (i.e., print referencing strategies) to 
develop children’s understanding of the concepts about print and their alphabetical 
knowledge, in addition to the expected enhancement of oral language skills through dialogic 
reading. We are not aware of any studies to date, that have compared a dialogic reading 
condition in an intervention with a condition that includes dialogic reading with print 
referencing and that is implemented by parents at home. When compared with children who 
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did not receive the reading intervention, we hypothesized that both approaches would 
enhance children’s oral language skills, while the combined approach would uniquely benefit 
children’s print knowledge skills as well.  
This study addresses a significant research gap, particularly in the Australian context where 
there is a paucity of studies that have evaluated shared reading interventions implemented by 
parents at home. The current study will add to existing research knowledge by comparing the 
effects of a home reading intervention provided to 4-5- year-old children prior to formal 
schooling. Three conditions are implemented in the intervention study: dialogic reading alone 
(DR), dialogic reading with the addition of print referencing (DR+PR), and an attention-
matched control condition (control). The intervention is conducted across a relatively short 
period of eight weeks, with a single training session provided to the parents of the children in 
each condition. Thus, the study will provide evidence for the efficacy of a short term 
intervention designed to be easily implemented through a classroom program. Children’s 
language and early literacy skills will be assessed at pre, post and at a follow-up assessment 
conducted three months after completion of the intervention. 
The specific research questions are:  
(1) What is the effect of a shared reading intervention on children’s language and literacy 
outcomes from pre to post intervention? Specifically, do children in the DR condition 
and the DR+PR condition show greater improvement than children in the control 
condition in language and early literacy outcomes at post intervention? Do children in 
the DR+PR condition show greater improvement in language and early literacy 
outcome measures than children in the DR condition group at post intervention? 
(2) What is the impact of the intervention at follow-up, three months after the 
intervention? Specifically, do children in the DR condition and the DR+PR condition 
show greater improvement than children in the control condition in language and 
literacy outcomes at follow-up? Do children in the DR+PR condition show greater 
improvement in language and literacy outcome measures than children in the DR 
condition at follow-up? 
Method 
Research Design 
The current study involved families with children in the preparatory (Prep) year of school in 
the Australian state of Queensland. Children can be enrolled in the Prep year if they turn 5 
years by the 30th of June in the year in which they are enrolled. The school year across 
Australia runs from late January until mid-December. The children and families were 
recruited from three schools in  outer suburban areas of the city of Brisbane. Schools 
participating in the research were recruited  from the Catholic Education sector. Families 
were recruited over a two-year period under consistent recruitment conditions.  
The research design was a pragmatic randomized control trial (RCT) (Torgerson, 2008, 2009; 
Treweek & Zwarenstein, 2009). Randomized controlled trials can be classified as explanatory 
or pragmatic (Treweek & Zwarenstein, 2009). While the distinction between these 
classifications is variable across the literature, the distinctions reflect different positions about 
design and delivery (Helms, 2002; Macramé, 1989; Torgerson, 2008, 2009; Torgerson, & 
Torgerson, 2003; Torgerson, & Torgerson, 2007; Wakefield, 2000).  
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Schwartz and Lellouch (1967) were the first to make the  distinctions between explanatory 
and pragmatic TCTs. Explanatory RCTs, also termed ‘efficacy trials’ (MacRae, 1989) test 
efficacy in highly controlled research settings, while pragmatic RCTs or ‘effectiveness trials’, 
test effectiveness in everyday practice. Each approach has strengths and limitations. 
Explanatory trials have an important role in providing knowledge about the effects of 
carefully implemented interventions delivered under optimal conditions but these may not 
translate to real world settings. This led to the evolution of pragmatic RCTs which sought to 
overcome ethical and practical implementation difficulties and the need for some flexibility 
in real world settings. While pragmatic trials provide information about how interventions 
work in the real world, they may have limited capacity to measure the “true” effects of an 
intervention (Kent & Kitsios, 2009). The goal of a pragmatic RCT should therefore be to 
ensure that the methodological features of an explanatory RCT are met as strongly as possible 
(Altman & Bland, 1999). For example, with respect to randomization, the What Works 
Clearinghouse which evaluates evidence of the effectiveness of education interventions 
considers functional randomization to be an acceptable alternative when practical 
considerations preclude true randomization (What Works Clearinghouse, Institute of 
Education Sciences, United States Department of Education, 2010). 
The pragmatic decision taken in this research was to allocate parents to intervention condition 
according to the date of the training session that they could elect to attend. Parents were 
provided with dates for three training sessions at their school (one for each condition), and 
could select any one session to attend. They were not informed prior to the session of the 
nature of the associated intervention condition for any particular day, precluding their self-
selection into a particular condition. It was assumed that this process provided an 
approximation to random allocation and would not result in a sample selection bias, given 
that parents did not know which training condition that they were selecting. This assumption 
was subsequently tested by statistical comparisons between groups on family demographic 
variables (i.e., maternal education, language spoken at home, parental employment, number 
of children in the family) across conditions. As described in the results, no selection bias was 
identified.  
Participants 
The families and children  were recruited from three Catholic Education schools situated in 
the outer area of an Australian metropolitan city in Queensland. Recruitment of participants 
commenced after obtaining ethical clearance and formal approval from the Queensland 
University of Technology and the Brisbane Catholic Education Commission. Due to the 
logistical and time demands for the single researcher engaged in the research, the sample was 
recruited from two Prep year cohorts from three schools in 2009 and from one of these three 
schools in 2010. Families were recruited at similar times in each year, under the same 
conditions of training, with the same measures and procedures used at pre assessment, post 
assessment and follow-up assessment. Information and consent forms were distributed via 
Prep year teachers to the parents/caregivers of every student in the Prep classrooms at each 
school. The researcher followed up with teachers and schools to ensure an adequate response 
rate was achieved. The response rates were: 40% across the three participating schools in 
2009 and 48% for the one school in 2010.  
The initial sample recruited for  the study consisted of 82 parents and children. Two parents 
did not attend any training, reducing the sample size to 80 parents and their children at Time 
1 (pre-test assessment). There were 42 boys and 38 girls in the sample ranging in age from 
4.92 years to 6.25 years (M = 5.53, SD = 0.33). Demographic data were available for 75 
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families. Sixty-eight mothers and five fathers participated in the research. The other two 
participants were relatives of the focus child. The majority of families were from a Caucasian 
background (79%) with the remainder made up of those from an Asian background (19%), 
and others (3%). English was the home language of 79% of the participants while 21% spoke 
another language besides English. There were two families who described their child as being 
of Aboriginal or Torres Straits Islander background. Only 9% of parents had not completed 
high school and 91% had completed some other qualification after high school. Ten families 
(13%) were single-parent families, 30 (40%) had three or more children under 18 living in the 
household, and 7 (9%) received their main income from government welfare benefits.  
Seventy-seven children participated in the Time 2 (post-test) assessment conducted in Term 
4. Three children were not available for this assessment because the family was away on 
summer holidays. Seventy-two children participated in the Time 3 (follow-up) assessment 
conducted three months later when the children were in Year 1. Five children were not 
available for the follow-up assessment because they had moved schools at the end of the 
previous year.  
Procedures 
When consent forms were received, the researcher made arrangements with the classroom 
teachers/learning support teachers for the dates and times to complete the pre intervention 
assessment with the children of the participating parents, before the intervention training 
sessions were scheduled. Each child was tested individually in a quiet and safe room 
designated by the school. Each child in the study received pre, post and follow-up 
assessments using the same assessment measures. Each assessment took approximately one 
hour to complete. Rapport with each child was established initially to ensure that the child 
felt comfortable and relaxed to ensure that he/she could perform at his/her best on the 
assessment measures. After the completion of child assessments, parents/caregivers were then 
invited to attend a training session at the school on a weekday, scheduled in the hour before 
or after school.  
The intervention was conducted in English and was undertaken across eight weeks during the 
third term of the Australian school year which has four school terms. Parents in each 
intervention condition received one training session of one hour on the reading strategies they 
were to use with their children at home and completed a short demographic questionnaire. 
Training sessions were differentiated in content according to the allocated condition.  
Description of the Intervention 
In  the two reading intervention conditions, parents were shown video tapes demonstrating 
the shared reading strategies. Parents in the DR condition were shown an eight and a half 
minute video made by the first author illustrating the strategies of DR (questioning and 
interactional reading). Parents in the DR + PR group were shown this plus a second seven 
minute video made by the last author incorporating the strategies of PR (engaging children 
about print awareness, rhyming, and alliteration). The specifics of each strategy are shown in 
Appendix A (Tables A.1 and Table A.2). After viewing the video(s), notes relating to each 
set of reading strategies were explained in detail. Parents were allowed to ask questions and 
give feedback to ensure that they understood the recommended strategies. A take-home 
laminated copy of the reading strategies was provided to the parents as a guide when reading 
with their children. Parents in the two intervention groups were asked to read a book, using 
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the demonstrated strategies, on at least three occasions in each week, for a period of eight 
weeks. Reading books were changed each week by the classroom teacher. Parents in the two 
intervention groups read the same books for the intervention. The list of the books used in the 
intervention is presented in Appendix B. 
After the training session, an initial telephone call was made to all parents in the two 
intervention groups to ensure that they understood what to do and that they were able to 
implement the reading activities. Subsequently, the researcher made follow-up telephone 
calls each week to all parents to see if they had managed to read each book three times with 
their child, and to remind the parents to complete their reading log and for children to return 
the book and log to the class teacher at the end of each week, in order to receive a new book 
for the following week. Parents were reminded to return the book after each week regardless 
of the number of times they had read with their child. This was to ensure that they had the 
opportunity to read all of the eight books throughout the intervention period. All parents were 
invited to contact the researcher at any time if they had any questions.  
Parents in the control group received training on completing number learning activities with 
their child. Children in the  control group therefore were  considered to be receiving similar 
amounts of one-on-one attention to match the level of parental attention as was received by 
children in the intervention groups. At the training session, these parents were shown eight 
number activities to teach their children the numbers from 1 to 10 and their corresponding 
values. Parents were asked to complete one number activity with their child three times each 
week for eight weeks. Parents in the control group were contacted during the first week and 
fortnightly after that to ensure that they were able to carry out the number activities, and were 
also informed to contact the researcher if they encountered any difficulty. When the children 
in the two reading intervention groups were given books to take home, children in the control 
were given sets of number cards. 
Intervention fidelity 
Implementation fidelity of shared reading interventions has been assessed in a number of 
ways in previous studies. These include requiring participants to video or audio tape their 
reading with their children (e.g., Arnold, Lonigan, Whitehurst, & Epstein, 1994; Briesch, 
Chafouleas, Lebel, & Blom-Hoffman, 2008; Justice & Ezell, 2000; Whitehurst et al., 1988), 
completion of a reading and activity log (Hardgrave & Senechal, 2000; Whitehurst, Arnold, 
et al., 1994; Whitehurst, Epstein, et al., 1994), and use of a questionnaire regarding 
compliance (Whitehurst, Epstein, et al., 1994). Parent use of the reading strategies at home 
was supported and assessed in two ways during each week of the intervention: weekly phone 
calls from the researcher and parent-completed logs. At each phone call, parents were asked 
the number of times they were able to read with their child, whether they were encountering 
any problems and how the child enjoyed reading the book. They were reminded about the 
strategies to use and asked to return the book with the log sheet at the end of the week in 
order to receive the next book. Parents recorded the number of times they read the book to the 
child in the log sheet and could write down any comments about the reading sessions or the 
book. This method of assessing fidelity expanded on the procedure used by Fielding-Barnsley 
and Purdie (2002) which involved a single mid-program phone call.  It had the benefit of both 
monitoring compliance with the reading program as well as providing the opportunity for the 
parent and researcher to discuss any problems encountered  which the researcher could help 
to rectify (e.g., if a parent did not get a new book for the week or if the teacher failed to 




Children were assessed by the first author who is a registered psychologist at pre (before the 
intervention started), post (after the intervention) and follow-up (three months after the 
intervention). The description and psychometric properties of the six measures used at each 
assessment are presented in Table 1 and briefly described here.  
The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (4th Ed.) (PPVT-IV) (Dunn & Dunn, 1998) is used 
extensively in reading research (e.g., Chow et al., 2008; Hardgrave & Senechal, 2000; Justice 
& Ezell., 2002; Wasik & Bond, 2001; Whitehurst, Arnold et al., 1994). The Hundred 
Pictures Naming Test (HPNT; Fischer & Glenister, 1992) is a measure of expressive single-
word vocabulary language skills and is used in the current study. This measure was selected 
over the Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test (EOWPVT; Gardner, 1981) which 
has previously been used in reading intervention studies that include print referencing (e.g., 
Justice & Ezell, 2002), as the HPNT has normative data for Australian children whereas the 
latter’s normative group was drawn from the San Francisco Bay area in North America. The 
Phonological Abilities Test (PAT; Muter, Hulme, & Snowling, 1997) is a measure used to 
assess three phonological abilities: rhyme; syllable and phonemes (word completion 
subscale); and alphabet knowledge. The Concepts about Print (CAP; Clay, 2002) is a 
measure of print concepts used in reading research (e.g., Fielding-Barnsley & Purdie, 2002, 
2003).  
< Insert Table 1 here> 
Results 
In this section the findings about the effectiveness of the intervention from pre to post; pre to 
follow-up are presented. These statistical analyses use a method of controlling for baseline 
scores recommended by Frison and Pocock (1992) and Mol and colleagues (2008) to improve 
precision in identifying intervention effects. To establish that there were no baseline 
differences in the pre-test measures by intervention condition by year of recruitment, 
preliminary analyses tested for differences. These analyses are presented prior to reporting 
the intervention analyses. Data were also checked for violations of the assumptions of 
normality, linearity and homogeneity of variances. 
Preliminary Analyses on Baseline Differences between Groups 
Data collected across the two cohorts recruited in 2009 and 2010 were combined and 
examined for any significant baseline differences by year of recruitment and by intervention 
condition. One-way between-groups analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) were conducted for 
each pre-test dependent measure by year (2009, 2010) as a covariate and the three conditions 
(DR+PR, DR, control) as the independent grouping variable. There were no differences 
between conditions on the six baseline measures when year of recruitment was included as a 
covariate: PPVT, F (2, 76) = 1.42, p = .25; HPNT, F (2, 76) = 0.16, p =.85; PAT subtests: 
PAT - Rhyme, F (2, 76) = 0.89, p =.41, PAT- Word Completion (Syllable and Phoneme), F 
(2, 76) = 1.95, p =.15;PAT - Alphabet Knowledge, F (2, 76) =1.12, p =.33; CAP, F (2, 76) = 
2.01, p =.14. It was therefore concluded that (1) children in the three groups were of similar 
competence on the measures at pre-test suggesting that ‘pragmatic randomization’ was 
effective in reducing or eliminating group selection bias on the basis of children’s 
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competencies, and (2) the cohorts recruited across two years could be combined for the 
subsequent analyses that tested for the intervention effects. 
Pre to Post Intervention Change 
Analyses of the effects of the intervention used a series of analysis of covariance 
(ANCOVAs) testing for condition effects at Time 2 (post assessment), with pre-test scores 
entered as covariates. One-way between groups ANCOVAs were conducted with 
intervention condition (DR+PR, DR, control) as the independent variable and the six 
language and literacy scores as dependent variables. Means and standard deviations on the 
measures are presented in Table 2. For all analyses, a least significant difference (LSD) post 
hoc group means comparison test was conducted to identify where the differences were 
among the three groups. Effect sizes for significant differences between groups in the 
analyses were calculated using Cohen’s ƒ statistic. Effect size index calculations used the 
standard deviation of the g (number of groups) population means divided by the common 
within-population standard deviations (Cohen, 1992). 
Compared to the control group, children in the DR and DR +PR group showed greater 
improvement at post intervention on three language and early literacy measures: HPNT, 
PAT-Rhyme, and CAP, as described below.  There were no significant between group 
differences for receptive vocabulary, PPVT, F (2, 73) = 0.66, p = .52; word completion, PAT 
- Word Completion (Syllable and Phoneme), F (2, 73) = 0.91, p =.41or alphabet knowledge, 
PAT - Alphabet Knowledge, F (2, 73) = 2 .81, p = .067.  
HPNT: After adjusting for the pre intervention scores on the HPNT, there was a significant 
group effect on the post intervention HPNT scores, F (2, 73) = 5.095, p = .008; partial eta 
squared = .12. This represents a small effect size, Cohen δ = 0.207 (Cohen, 1988, 1992). Pair 
wise analyses found that the post intervention scores of the DR+PR group was significantly 
higher than that of the control group, mean difference = 2.72, p =. 008; also the post 
intervention scores of the DR group were significantly higher than those of the control group, 
mean difference = 2.93, p = .005. There were no significant differences between the DR+PR 
group and the DR group on the post intervention scores, mean difference = -.22, p = .83.  
PAT-Rhyme: After adjusting for the pre intervention scores in the ANCOVA analysis on the 
measure of PAT-Rhyme, there were significant group differences on the post intervention 
PAT-Rhyme scores, F (2, 73) = 6.89, p =.002, partial eta squared = .16. This represents a 
medium effect size, Cohen δ = .275 (Cohen, 1988, 1992). Pair wise analyses revealed that the 
post intervention scores for the DR+PR group were significantly higher than that of the 
control group, mean difference = 1.82, p = .002; also the post intervention scores for the DR 
group were significantly higher than those of the control group, mean difference = 1.88, p = 
.002. There were no significant differences between the DR+PR group and the DR group on 
the post intervention scores, mean difference = -.05, p = .92. 
CAP: After adjusting for the pre intervention scores on CAP, there was a significant group 
effect on the post intervention CAP scores, F (2, 73) = 24.92, p = .00, partial eta squared = 
.41. This represents a large effect size, Cohen δ = 0.442 (Cohen, 1988, 1992). Pair wise 
analyses found that the post intervention scores of the DR+PR group was significantly higher 
than that of the control group, mean difference = 4.33, p = .00; also the post intervention 
scores of the DR group were significantly higher than those of the control group, mean 
difference = 4.09, p = .00. There were no significant differences between the DR+PR group 
and the DR group on the post intervention scores, mean difference = .23, p = .72.  
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In summary, compared to the control group, children in the DR and DR +PR group showed 
greater improvement on three language and early literacy measures: HPNT, PAT-Rhyme, and 
CAP at post intervention than the control group but there were no differences for the PPVT, 
PAT-Word Completion, or PAT-Alphabet Knowledge. There were no significant differences 
on any of the measures between the intervention conditions of DR+PR and DR groups at post 
intervention. The attrition rate was low at post intervention. Two children from the DR 
condition and one child from the DR+PR condition did not attend the post assessment. 
<Insert Table 2 here> 
Pre to Follow-Up Intervention Change 
Similar one-way between groups ANCOVAs were used to examine the follow-up effects of 
the two reading interventions at Year 1. Table 3 presents the means and standard deviations 
for the pre to follow-up scores. Results revealed significant differences between the three 
intervention conditions on only one measure: CAP, F (2, 68) = 5.23, p = .008, partial eta-
squared= 0.13. This represents a small effect size, Cohen δ = 0.234 (Cohen, 1988, 1992). Pair 
wise analyses found that the follow-up scores of the DR+PR group were significantly higher 
than that of the control group, mean difference = 1.603, p = .005; and also the follow-up 
scores of the DR group were significantly higher than those of the control group, mean 
difference = 1.542, p = .007. However, there were no significant differences between the 
DR+PR group and the DR group on the post intervention scores, mean difference = .91, p = 
.72.  
In summary, children in both the intervention groups, DR+PR and DR had maintained the 
effects of the shared reading intervention compared with the children in the control group for 
concepts of print only. At follow-up assessment which was conducted three months after the 
post assessment, attrition rate was low. Five children did not participate due to a change of 
schools across the summer holiday break. They were: one from the control group, two from 
the DR group, and two from the DR+PR group. 
<Insert Table 3 here> 
Discussion 
Results of the current study confirmed that a shared book reading intervention had some 
beneficial effects on children’s language and literacy skills related to expressive vocabulary, 
rhyme, and concepts about print. The results also showed that the shared book reading 
intervention helped children to maintain their understanding of concepts about print at 
follow-up when the children entered Year 1. Contrary to expectations, there were no 
differences in the effects for the different reading intervention groups (DR and DR+PR), 
either at post or follow-up.  
The significant difference in post assessment scores for expressive vocabulary (HPNT) for 
the two intervention groups compared to the control group gives further support to previous 
research on dialogic reading and children’s oral language (Arnold et al., 1994; Elias et al., 
2006; Fielding-Barnsley & Purdie, 2002, 2003; Lonigan et al., 1999; Whitehurst et al., 1988). 
The results of the current study also provided support that both forms of the shared book 
reading intervention strategies helped improve children’s understanding of rhyme. This is a 
skill related to phonological awareness. A plausible explanation for the non-significant 
difference between the two intervention groups on that measure is that both forms of shared 
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book reading intervention are equally effective strategies for conveying understanding to 
children about rhyme through attention to rhyming words in the rhyming books used in the 
current study. The findings on the significant differences at post for print knowledge between 
the two intervention groups and the control group also supports the findings of Justice and 
Ezell (2000) in this area.  
The current study showed that the efficacy of two forms of shared book reading intervention 
on children’s concepts of print were maintained at follow-up assessment at Year 1 entry. This 
significant difference in follow-up scores for concepts of print for the two intervention groups 
compared to the control group demonstrated that shared book reading helped maintained the 
concepts of print skills of children in the two intervention groups compared to children in the 
control group who did not show improvement on these concepts at follow-up. Although Elias 
et al. (2006) found children showed greater confidence and more familiarity with the concept 
of print tasks in Year 1 follow-up, there was no control group in that study to compare with 
the experimental group. Piasta et al. (2012) did find significant effects of a 30-week shared 
book reading intervention implemented by teachers using print referencing on preschool 
children’s early literacy skills at a two year follow-up. 
Limitations of the Study 
Parents in each intervention condition were trained to follow the points of the respective 
reading strategies printed in the handouts as well as demonstrated in the videos. Greater gains 
in children’s print knowledge related to alphabet knowledge might have been apparent if 
there had been a stronger emphasis in the training for parents in the dialogic reading with the 
addition of print referencing group to explicitly teach their children to recognise the letters 
and sounds instead of merely pointing out the letters and sounds encountered within the print. 
This limitation might be the reason why there was no difference between the two reading 
intervention groups in outcomes. Another plausible reason is that parents in the dialogic 
reading with the addition of print referencing group might not have been  able to implement 
both sets of reading strategies effectively. Future research may want to investigate dialogic 
reading with print referencing when parental teaching of the latter strategy is given greater 
emphasis and time within the training. Future research could also consider implementing a 
print referencing alone condition to compare with a dialogic reading with the addition of print 
referencing intervention group.  
A second limitation relates to the fidelity of the intervention implementation. There were 
measures in the current study to support the implementation fidelity. These included a log 
sheet sent home each week for parents to record their book reading with each new book, as 
well as weekly follow-up telephone calls by the researchers to confirm that the book had been 
read at least three times. This system did not guarantee that the books were read with strong 
attention to the use of the strategies for dialogic reading or print referencing strategies which 
parents had received in their training. More extensive training in the strategies prior to 
intervention could improve the effects of the intervention. Additionally, reminders and 
confirmation of the use of the strategies during the intervention could be made in the weekly 
follow-up phone calls to parents. It was also difficult to ascertain the reliability of parental 
self-report on the frequency of the reading of the book for the week. A few parents had many 
other commitments and did indicate that they could not read the book the recommended 
number of times with their children but most could confirm that they had read the book three 
or more times each week. Another possibility would be to get parents to complete a short 
video of the shared book reading activity with their child on one or more occasions during the 
intervention in order to ascertain how well the parents were able to implement the shared 
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reading strategies in which they were trained. This would enable a check to be made on the 
quality of strategies implemented within the intervention conditions.  
A third limitation is about the optimal duration and timing for implementing a shared reading 
intervention for parents of children in the preparatory year of school. In this study, the 
intervention was delivered in Term 3 in a school year that has four terms and the follow-up 
assessment was conducted after the summer school holidays. Summer holidays are a time 
when children and families may reduce their engagement in routine activities, such as daily 
reading. Delivering the intervention towards the end of the school may not have allowed 
“new reading behaviours” by the parents to be sufficiently well-established to ensure that 
gains made by children as a result of the intervention were maintained into the next school 
year. The intervention may have been more effective if implemented in the 1st or 2nd term of 
the school year and the follow-up assessment made at the end of the prep school year. 
Additionally, an intervention of eight weeks was a relatively short intervention period. Eight 
weeks may not have been sufficient to establish new patterns of shared reading behaviours 
between parents and children. Future research is needed to identify the optimal timing for 
delivering the intervention within the school year and the optimal duration for bringing about 
greater long term benefits.  
Strengths of the Study 
This study has a number of strengths that provide  direction for future research. The study 
gives support for a relatively short and simple intervention approach that could be easily 
delivered to parents by teachers as children begin school. A major strength of the present 
study is its use of an attention-matched control condition in which parents in the control 
group were engaged in number games with their children at the same frequency each week, 
for the same number of weeks. Thus, the significant findings cannot be attributed to 
differences in the amount of one-on-one attention that children received from their parents 
during the intervention, giving greater confidence that resulting differences were due to the 
shared reading strategies. Overall, the intervention was also shown to be acceptable to parents 
as evidenced by the low attrition rate of families in the research. 
In summary, the findings of the current study demonstrated that there are beneficial effects of 
shared book reading with parents on children’s emergent literacy skills before formal 
schooling. This supports the importance of engaging parents in the development of emergent 
literacy by explicitly teaching parents to engage in specific strategies when reading to their 
children. This has implications for policy makers to support early reading interventions 
particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds whose parents may not have the 
resources or awareness of how to engage their children in shared reading at home. Dialogic 
reading and the combination of dialogic reading with print referencing had significant effects 
on children’s oral language and print awareness or code-related skills. These results support 
the importance of shared reading with children, as well as confirming the findings of previous 
research (e.g., Whitehurst et al., 1988) that dialogic reading is an effective means to help 
young children’s oral language skills. Further, the findings of the current study provides 
further support for the proposal by the National Early Literacy Panel (2008) in the United 
States that a combination of shared reading strategies may help develop children’s early 
literacy skills. Dialogic reading alone, and dialogic reading with the addition of print 
referencing, appears to provide effective means that parents can use in order to support young 
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Measures of language and early literacy  
Name  Description  Validity & Reliability  Skills Assessed 
PPVT-
III  
A matrix of four pictures is 
shown to the child who is 
then asked to choose the one 
that matches the spoken word 
provided by the examiner. 
Test-retest reliabilities of 
.91and .92 for Form A and 
B, respectively, for 
children aged from 2 
years, 6 months to 5 years, 






HPNT  Test consists of 100 line 
drawings of noun objects 
familiar to both children and 
adults. 
Normed on a sample of 
275 children from 11 
primary schools in 
Australia. Test occasion 
correlation with expressive 




 PAT Three subtests used are: 
Rhyme Detection, Word 
Completion-Syllables and 
Phonemes, and Alphabet 
Knowledge. 
Norm-referenced test and 
has a test and retest 
reliability of these subtests 
are .80, .58, .71, and .86 
respectively.  
Phonological skills 
that predict 4-7 year-
old children’s early 
reading progress.  
CAP Assess a variety of print 
conventions and concepts, 
including book orientation, 
print directionality, reading 
vocabulary (e.g., letter, 
word), concepts of lowercase 
and uppercase letters, and the 
function of punctuation 
marks. 
Test and retest reliability 
for the Texas sample 
ranged from .73 to .89. 
Test reliability with print 
awareness is .83. 
Print awareness 
skills. 
Note. PPVT-III=Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Third Ed. (Dunn & Dunn, 1998); HPNT= 
Hundred Picture Naming Test (Fischer & Glenister, 1992); PAT=Phonological Abilities Test 






Pre to post intervention scores on language and literacy measures 
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Note. Significance indicated at *p < .05 for ANCOVAs for intervention effects at Time 2 













Pre to follow-up scores on language and literacy measures  
 
































































































Note. Significance indicated at *p < .05 for ANCOVAs for intervention effects at Time 3 





 Efficacy of shared reading strategies used by parents at home on children’s literacy 
skills was studied. 
 A pragmatic RCT design was used with pre, post and follow-up assessment. 
 Dialogic Reading and Dialogic Reading with Print Referencing conditions were 
effective on three outcome measures. 
 One intervention effect remained at 3-month follow-up. 
 Evidence for the efficacy of a short-term low-cost intervention was found. 
